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ABSTRACT 



This thesis explores the events in the Soviet Union that 
preceded the August 1991 coup. In addition, it will examine the 
failure of the coup itself. Using a methodology of policy analysis, 
two questions are investigated. The first is why did Soviet 
President Mikhail Gorbachev seemingly align himself with 
conservatives during the Fall and Winter of 1990-1991? Secondly, 
once the conservatives were in a position to control the USSR, why 
did they fail? The first question is answered by showing that 
Gorbachev's movement away from reform was a pragmatic effort to 
retain his power as President of the USSR. The second question is 
answered by presenting evidence that reforms within the USSR had 
progressed to such a point that the media and the people were able 
to perform an important role in defeating the coup. The fact that the 
majority of the Armed Forces failed to support the plotters was also 
very significant. 
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CHAPTER ONE 



INTRODUCTION 



On the evening of 22 August 1991, hi khai 1 Gorbachev, 
the President of the Soviet Union, held a press conference 
in Moscow to answer questions about the August coup attempt 
that had failed. The third question that Gorbachev was 
asked dealt with the eight member Committee for the State of 
Emergency (GKChP), which had attempted the coup. The 
reporter who asked the question wanted to know why Gorbachev 
had put these eight men into positions of power. The 
reporter pointed out that, in his opinion, "these eight 
people, at the very moment that they were selected Cfor 
positions of power], were obvious scoundrels." 1 
Gorbachev's response was simple and succinct: he stated 

that he had made a mistake in appointing these men, and that 
he thought he could trust them. 

In fact, Gorbachev's answer was too succinct. The 
question that the reporter asked is deserving of an in-depth 
answer. Why did Gorbachev align himself with hard-line, 
conservative communists, thereby facilitating an attempt to 
overthrow him? This paper will examine this issue in an 
attempt to explain what caused Gorbachev to appoint 
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right-wing conservatives to powerful positions in his reform 
oriented government. The issue here is not just 
appointments of conservatives, but removals and resignations 
of reformers. A key time frame for significant appointments 
and removals was the period of November 1 990-January 1991. 
This period will be examined in detail in Chapters Two and 
Three in an effort to better explain Gorbachev's 
self -proc 1 ai med mistake. 

Chapter Four will consider a second question: Once the 

hard-line conser vat i ves were in a position to take control 
of the country, why did they fail? Both of these questions 
will be answered by using a methodology of policy analysis. 
The events of January 1991 in the Baltics will be examined 
to show that the hard-liners had begun to take steps to 
control the country. Yet the conser vat i ves took only 
limited military action, and abruptly stopped. Had the 
crackdown continued in January, some say it may have been 
successful. But the hard-liners hesitated, and this helped 
ensure their failure. 

One can say that the groundwork for the coup was first 
laid when Gorbachev announced Perestroika and Glasnost. The 
conservat i ve , hard-line Communists saw this as an attack on 
their fundamental beliefs and their privileged way of life. 
Party excesses were revealed to the common Soviet citizen. 



The military, KGB, and MVD were all subject to attacks in 
the media- 2 The attacks bothered the members of the 
privileged class of Soviet society, and led to one of the 
base line motives for the coup leaders: greed and 

selfishness. The men who made up the GKChP, and many more 
like them, had spent their entire lives struggling to move 
up the pyramid that was the Communist Party system. 
Promotions were not necessarily awarded based on merit, but 
rather on an elaborate scale of patronage and favors. The 
members of the GKChP had reached the pinnacle of the 
pyramid. Yet Gorbachev's reforms undermined the pyramid, to 
the point that the hard-liners feared, unless they took 
drastic action, the pyramid would crumple. 

Related to this issue is the nationalist feelings of 
the members of the GKChP. A desire to save the Soviet 
empire was a significant motivating factor for the coup 
leaders. 



When the chips are down, all empi r e-saver s agree that 
the preservation of the territorial integrity of the state 
is more important than anything else. 

Among today's most obvious emp i r e-saver s are the 
military and the police, the state and party 

bureaucracies, and members of other " al 1 -Uni on " structures 
and apparatuses. For the Moscow bureaucracy, the whole of 
the USSR, be it Estonia or Armenia, Russia “proper" or 
Moldavia, Ukraine or Uzbekistan, represents the canvas for 
its "creative" undertakings. 3 



By combining greed, selfishness, and the desire to save 
the empire, along with the fear that the old system was 
rapidly di si ntegrat i ng , a case can be made for the perceived 
need of the hard-liners to attempt the coup. Of importance 
is the fact that this was not a military coup, but rather a 
conservative coup, in which the military played a role. The 
military's role was no more important than the role of the 
KGB, MVD, the mi 1 i t ar y-i ndustr i al complex, and the Communist 
Party bureaucracy. (Realizing, of course, that the 
distinction between these or gan i z at i ons is often blurred, as 
they all tend to overlap.) As a group, these various 
factions combined to try and save the old system, along with 
the Soviet Union itself. This group has been labeled with a 
variety of titles: hard-liners; conservat i ves; right-wing 

communists; anti-ref ormers; empire savers, etc. These terms 
are all synonymous. When used in this paper, the terms are 
defined as individuals who wanted to conserve the old, 
pre-perestroika and pre-glasnost system. The GKChP and 
their supporters wanted to return the Soviet Union to how 
it was during Brezhnev's regime. During the 1970's the 
country had become a military superpower. The economy, as 
well as the people, had been controlled. Law and order was 
maintained through preventive terror, ensuring that 
criticism of the regime was made only in private. Public 
displays of nationalism or dissatisfaction with the 



4 



Communist Party were prohibited- Glasnost and perestroi ka 
were, in effect, ruining the lives of the members of the 
GKChP. Through its actions, the GKChP was seeking to 
protect its corporate self-interest. 

With motivation now established, the question turns to 
why the coup happened when it did. In August 1991, there 
existed within the Soviet Union the phenomena of multiple 
power centers. s Power was effectively split between the 
Moscow Center (controlled by the hard-1 iners) and the 
various republics. Gorbachev had appeared to vacillate 
between support for a strong Center and support for the 
republics. Yet to the hard-liners, they realized that if 
they did not act quickly, Gorbachev was going to commit 
himself to the republics by signing the Union Treaty. This 
treaty signing was to have occurred on 20 August, hence the 
action of the coup leaders on the 19th. Therefore, the 
catalyst for the coup, or why the coup attempt happened whei 
it did, was the need to prevent the signing of the Union 
Treaty. The coup leaders felt that if the Union Treaty was 
signed, their power base would be significantly reduced. 

A chain of events led up to this attempt by the 
right-wing conservatives to exert their corporate 
self-interests. These events began with persistent rumors 
that the military was preparing for a coup in September 



1990. 



The next chapter presents a study of these rumors. 



CHAPTER TWO 



FOUNDATION: THE RUMORED COUP OF SEPTEMBER 1990 



Throughout the summer of 1990, the reformers within 
Gorbachev's government held center stage- The 500 day 
economic plan was being debated, and its implementation 
seemed imminent- Discussions had begun on the future shape 
and government of the USSR; (though it was not yet publicly 
known as the Union Treaty, these discussions were the 
beginnings of the treaty-) Independence for the Baltic 
republics was being debated- The crux did not seem to be 
the reforms themselves, but rather the speed of their 
implementation. 

Yet on the horizon of Soviet politics, storm clouds 
were massing- The hard-line conservatives had been dealt 
blow after blow, to the point that they began to organize 
themselves to re-exert their influence on Gorbachev. This 
is not to say that an organized plan or time-line was drawn 
up for the conser vat i ves to follow — what is intended here is 
the assessment that the hard-liners were experiencing too 
many changes and set-backs too quickly. The conser vat i ves 
began to take action in an effort to slow down, if not halt, 
these changes and reforms. 
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The affronts to the conservative way of life were 
varied and broad ranging. One area of concern was the 
so-called “loss" of Eastern Europe. Another concern was the 
growing lack of respect for the military, caused by public 
criticism and the revelations of previously closed 
subjects. The military was also being split internally 

into various factions. Some factions called for reform that 
would result in a small, professional army. Others sought 
depoliticalization of the Army. A belief existed on the 
part of some others that the military needed to replace the 
Communist Party as the new elite within the Soviet 
Union. ^ 

There was also a perception of a general lack of law 
and order within the country. This was manifested by 
strikes, ethnic violence, widespread black market 
activities, and other crimes. 

All of these items were offensive to the conservatives. 
Especially critical to the hard-liners was the economic path 
that Gorbachev and the reformers were taking. Any step 
taken towards a market economy hurt the essence of the 
conservative power base, because the hard-liners gained 
their power from controlling the economy. The 
mi 1 i tar y-i ndustr i al complex was the most threatened by any 
move towards market-oriented reforms. Nikolai Petrakov was 
one of Gorbachev's economic advisers during the summer of 
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1990- Petrakov summarized the right-wing resistance to the 
market reforms as follows. 



The mi 1 i tary-i ndustr i al complex is in no way adapted to 
the market. It doesn't know how to work in market 
conditions. . .Petrakov puts the moment of the 
[conservative] backlash as the first days of September. 

It involved the leaders of the defense industry, the army, 
and the “red landowners" — the chairmen of the state farms. 

He believes they were galvanized by the re-emergence of 
Boris Yeltsin on the political stage, and Mr Gorbachev's 
decision to work with him on economic reform. The two had 
agreed to set up the 13-man Shatalin group and told it to 
draw up a concept for transition to a market economy. By 
the end of August, the plan was done — and the 
conservatives were horrified. 

The plan was openly dedicated to private property. It 
would encourage the break-up of the huge state farms. And 
it would impose a draconian credit squeeze on the 
loss-making giants of industry, threatening most with 
bankruptcy. 153 

As September 1990 started, the conservatives began 
exerting pressure on Gorbachev to abandon the economic 
reform. A key tool that was used by the right-wing was the 
sudden appearance of large numbers of combat soldiers in and 
around Moscow. No prior notice had been given for these 
troop movements. Throughout the summer of 1990, rumors of a 
military coup had been reported by the media. There was now 
apparently substance to the rumors. 

All summer, anytime a newspaper article appeared that 
mentioned coup possibilities, it had been vehemently denied 
by military authorities. Significantly, many of these 
denials during the summer had come from known right-wing, 
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